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deal of gossip, but charity should forbid us to believe everything we
hear, and certainly she, Brigitte Pian, gave no credence to the
abominable stories that were going round. No one should say things
like that except on the evidence of his own eyes. Besides, however
great die scandal may have been, it could not be denied that, ever
since her husband's death, Julia de Mirbel had lived a very retired
existence at La Devize. Except for die few months which she
spent in Paris with her Mirandieuze relations, she had never
left it. Her general conduct had been a perfect example of quiet
dignity.

From what was said it became perfectly clear that the daughter
of the former Imperial Prefect attached considerable importance to
the behaviour of a lady whose parents would not have condescended
to recognize the existence of her own. The coming visit stood, on
the worldly plane, for the only piece of snobbish gratification which,
in those days, was available to my stepmother. For no one could
deny that she belonged to the highest circle of local society, less by
reason of her family background and considerable wealth, than of
the mysterious power which she wielded among church-going folk,
and of her reputation for shining virtue. There could be no doubt
that it was the name of Mirbel that had opened the doors of
Larjuzon to Jean. Normally, my stepmother would have been
loud in her disapproval of him, and certainly the boy had always
been spoken of in our family as both headstrong and undesirable*

After dinner the moon rose, and Michele wanted to go for a walk
in the Park. My father woke from his doze for just long enough to
repeat, word for word, the phrase which our mother had always
been in the habit of using on such occasions: "Cover up well:
there's a damp chill from the river."

I noticed in Michele the same sort of happiness as that with which
Jean had been overflowing that afternoon, the same excitement, the
same appearance of intoxication. The moon lit up her face with its
slightly underhung jaw. The full, projecting lower lip gave her a
hungry, an almost frtiimal, appearance which was, to some extent, a
true symbol of her character. Nowhere have I ever met with any-